Upon reading College: The UndergraduateExppa*ence inAmeica, one finds that it has as a not-so-well-hidden agenda the idea that training for careers is stifling undergraduate education and that vastly increased liberal arts and a heavy infusion of history, ethics, and community values are needed. A curriculum built around the academic framework of "language, art, heritage, institutions, nature, work, and identity" is recommended. A thesis simply solving an exciting physics problem would fail to qualify, since theses are recommended to include historical, social, and ethical perspectives. The document recommends that senior students prepare summaries of their activities as campus citizens-participation in student government, clubs, and culturalevents, and, most importantly, voluntary service. To go through each recommendation is to become appalled at their increasing fuzziness and inconsistency, but mostly at the apparent lack of commitment to an intellectually exhilarating experience. Developing "good guys" and "civic minded women" is all very well, but the greatest contribution that can be made by undergraduate training is to expose students to deep intellectual experiences and to show them how to do a job, almost any job, extremely well.
Majors are designed to expose students to a body of knowledge and to learn to apply disciplined reasoning to that knowledge. Good educators are usually trained to squeeze an adequate number of courses into tight schedules. Dilution by courses in "community values," "morals," and "heritage," most of which push one person's set of values in preference to another's, would produce cultured dilettantes. Scientists can benefit from learning more liberal arts, and liberal arts majors can benefit from learning more science, but neither can benefit from the substitution of moralizing for tough intellectual courses. This Parchment would best be read from an airplane speeding at treetop level, in which case the cliches tend to blur and appear as real thoughts.
Considered on balance, Pious Parchments such as College: The Undergraduate Experience in America cannot cause too much damage so long as they are not taken seriously, and they do have some redeeming social value in that they can help hardworking educators and grubby scientists get a good night's sleep.-DANIEL E. KOSHLAND, JR.
